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Research on a Nationwide Area-Based Management Survey in Japan 

 

Jun Mit arai 

 

 Naphasinee Suebsuk 

  

Abstract 
 

Japan is currently facing a population decrease, with low growth rates, 

financial constraints, and difficulty in maintaining its infrastructure. The way to 

revitalise the Japanese economy and improve the way of life does not merely 

involve development, but the efficient management of city resources. 

Therefore, Area-Based Management (ABM ), defined as independent action to 

solve problems and enhance the value of a specific area by groups of residents, 

business owners, and landowners is now widespread in Japan. However, there 

are no surveys concerning the situation of ABM in Japan. Consequently, this 

nationwide ABM survey via questionnaire to local city governments was 

conducted in 2015 and 2016. The objective of this paper is to summarise a 

cognate field of ABM in Japan, involving objective, organisational structure, 

and activities. The survey identified at least 574 ABM organisations 

throughout Japan. The main objective of ABM is to create visitors, beautiful 

townscapes, community awareness, and networking. Approximately 70% of 

ABM organisations do not have juridical authority and 35% have been initiated 

by the public sector. ABM organisations obtain their revenue from government 

support, membership, and earnings generated from activities. Events provide 

the highest percentage from six categories of ABM activities, though this 

figure represents less than half of the ABM organisation. The main issues for 

ABM involve finance and human resources. In conclusion, ABM in Japan has 

various organisational structures and activities under three main objectives.   

  

Keywords: Area-based management; Public-private partnerships; City 

management 
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Introduction  

 

ABM is defined as the independent action of a group of residents and 

business owners, landowners, etc., with the objective of improving and 

enhancing the environment and local lifestyles to provide value for the area, 

according to the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism, 

Japan. In other words, its purpose is to revitalise the area enhancing the socio-

economic aspects, etc. "Area" refers to a region on a smaller scale than city. It is 

similar size of a neighbourhood, community, or city centre. Japanôs leading expert 

on ABM, Prof. Shigenori Kobayashi, provides a similar definition for "area 

management" as the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism 

(Kobayashi 2005). 

The concept of ABM is as follows: 1) to grow and improve as well as 

develop; 2) the residents, business owners, and landowners must be involved 

with the work in addition to government but independently from government; 

3) many residents, business owners and landowners must be involved; 4) a 

particular area is targeted.  

Figure 1 shows the hierarchical structure of urban development and 

management. The top level of hierarchy is the country scale, followed by 

province or prefecture, and then city or village. At each of these three levels, 

the main player is the government. The bottom level is the individual scale, 

whereby the players are citizens, companies, etc., in other words, the building site 

scale. Between the individual and upper three government levels is the 

neighbourhood or community scale. ABM organisations are positioned at a 

similar level to traditional neighbourhood community associations and shop 

owner associations. 

 

Figure 1. Hierarchical Structure of Urban Development and Management 

 
 

Recently, ABM has become more and more important for urban/regional 

rivitalisation and community development in Japan under the present social 

and economic situation as mentioned in "Present Social and Economic 

Situation in Japan (Needs of ABM)", and ABM is increasing. However, no one 

knows the whole picture of ABM in Japan because there is currently no 

relevant nationwide survey of ABM in Japan. 
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Therefore, the objective of this research is to clarify the characteristics of 

ABM by investigating the actual comprehensive situation, focusing on the 

ABM  objectives, establishment, activities, characteristics, effects, and 

problems with the first extensive nationwide survey of ABM in Japan. In 

addition, this paper offers suggestions and ideas for policies and further study 

of ABM in Japan or other countries wishing to introduce the system in the 

future.   

 

 

Background 

 

Present Social and Economic Situation in Japan (Needs of ABM) 

 

Japan is currently experiencing a decrease in its population (Figure 2) as 

well as prolonged low growth rates (Figure 3), financial constraints and 

increase of national debt (Figure 4). Although the infrastructure is abundant 

(Figure 5), difficulties with the cost of its maintenance and improvement may 

become a huge problem for the country. Besides city development, 

management now plays an important role in cooperation between the public 

and private sectors due to the countryôs social and economic situation. It is 

therefore essential to grow and revitalise the economy, improve lifestyles and 

bring value to the area. Sustainability involves not development but the clever 

and effective use of todayôs available resources. 

In essence, the effective use of the existing variety of infrastructure to 

coordinate the total urban space enterprise is extremely important. Moreover, it 

is necessary that the various persons involved combine their efforts to make 

full use of private sector influence and business management to enhance the 

uniqueness and characteristics of each area to correspond with community 

needs. These are the reasons why ABM is now drawing so much attention in 

Japan. 

The primary role of ABM in growth and increased regional power 

involves the supply of public services to the city, not only as a local 

government alternative but also to complement between the public and private 

sectors. ABM also corresponds to the needs of the population by providing 

high-quality services for rule creation, facility management, or public service 

operation. The survival measures for regional competition in Japan at the 

present time focus on the uniqueness and characteristics of an area, and ABM 

is therefore very valuable. The effective size of public services units is usually 

smaller than that of local government, and consequently, the level of public 

services should be decided by the people in small areas, and ABM has an 

effective role to play in any decision. ABM  is an appropriate method for 

minimising costs, generating revenue, or combining the public and private 

sector strong points. Finally, ABM helps incommunity rehabilitation, 

networking, and forming public consensus. In other words, it enhances social 

capital. 
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Figure 2. Population Trends in Japan 

 
Source: Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, Japan 2015. 

 

Figure 3. Annual Percentage GDP Growth in Japan 

 
Source: The World Bank 2018 
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Figure 4. Outstanding Numberof Japanese General Bonds  

 
Source: Ministry of Finance, Japan 2017. 

 

Figure 5. Dimensions and Budgets for City Parks in Japan   

 
Source: Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism, Japan 2015. 
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Examples of ABM in Japan 

 

Grand Front Osaka Town Management Organisation (TMO) 

 

Figure 6. Grand Front Osaka Area and Activities 

 
 

Grand Front Osaka is a newly developed area containing commercial 

buildings, hotels, residential accommodation, a gallery, learning centre, etc. It is 

located in the northern area of Osaka Station; the traffic hub of the third largest 

city in Japan. Grand Front Osaka TMO is a general incorporated association 

with 12 members of Grand Front Osaka landowners. The Osaka City 

Government has designated Grand Front Osaka TMO as an"Urban 

Regeneration Development Corporation". The concept of Grand Front Osaka 

TMO is to improve the value of the whole Umeda District (area around Osaka 

Station).Its concrete objectives are revitalisation, environmental improvement, 

and community development of Grand Front Osaka and the surrounding area. 

The main activities involve the management and operation of a pedestrianised, 

public plaza (Umekita Square) and other open spaces, community bus service, 

and bicycle rental.Grand Front Osaka TMO also offers operating guidelines for 

business advertising, landscape control, creating and promoting a network for 

visitors, office workers, events, and promotions.The characteristics and role of 

Grand Front Osaka TMO can be explained as follows:Grand Front Osaka TMO 

is the first and only case of a Business Improvement District (BID)
1
 in Japan; 

                                                           
1
 BID=partnerships between local authorities and businesses intended to provide additional services 

or improvements to a specified area. BIDs are funded in whole or part by special assessments, 
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secondly, using the pavement of a public road for open air cafés, outdoor 

advertisements, and as a roadway for certain events by national deregulation; 

thirdly, ordinance deregulation in return for landscape guidelines to control 

outdoor advertisements, using the revenue generated towards Machizukuri
2
 

activities. 

 

Sapporo-Odori Machizukuri Company Limited 

 

Figure 7. Sapporo-Odori Machizukuri Area and Activities
3
 

 
 

Sapporo is the largest city in the Hokkaido prefecture, northern Japan. 

Odori is the old commercial area. Ten years ago the centre of the city moved, 

producing a substantial effect on the shop owners of Odori. Sapporo-Odori 

Machizukuri was established on 1 September 2009 with the objective of 

managing the Odori project. The characteristics and role of the company areto 

revitalise the Odori streets into a central shopping area. The organisation 

continuously carries out Machitsukuri activities; a famous example of which 

isthe useof public spaces (such as roads) to enhance the community network, 

increase the visitor numbers and obtain extra revenue.This type of revenue is 

different from that of a private companyin that all profits obtained from the 

project are reinvested to enhance the value of the area and improve and expand 

public interest. 

 

                                                                                                                                                         

levies, or additional taxes onbusiness operators in the UK and property owners in the US. 

(Mitarai and Suebsuk 2016). 
2
Machizukuri is a revitalisation and townscape planning project for the city. 



ATINER CONFERENCE PAPER SERIES No: PLA2017-2429 

 

10 

Koto ni Moeru Kai (Ichinenzaka Ninenzaka District,Kyoto) 

 

Figure 8. Koto ni Moeru Kai Area 

 
 

Kyoto is the former capital of Japan, and an area famous for traditional old 

style wooden shop houses (Machiya) along roads connected to major tourist 

spots and historic sites. One of its special characteristics is the original 

townscape development plan. The regulation control created by a community 

called Koto ni Moeru Group (a community group protecting the old city 

landscape known as the Ichinenzaka Ninenzaka Area Management 

Organisation, established in 1986). The community plan has been certified by 

Kyoto city, based on its ordinance to regulate and control the townscape such 

as with colour, size, material, fabric, roof and style of architecture, outdoor 

advertising schemes, etc.,to retain as much as possibleof the historical 

environment. The purpose of the group is to revitalise not only Kyoto 

sightseeing spots but also provide a commercial area and living space for 

people in the neighbourhood.  

 

Previous Studies 

 

Town Centre Management (TCM) in the UK operates a similar system to 

ABM in Japan and has been working effectively since 1990. Thus far, more 

than 300 town managers have been appointed by TCM to local townsðtheir 

main task being to make the town centre economically vibrant (Ueno et al. 2017). 

In addition, the Business Improvement District (BID) system, which can be 

explained as a legal fund-raising system for TCM or ABM was introduced in 

the UK during 2004. Throughout the UK and Ireland there were 279 BIDs in 

2016 (British BIDs 2016). To be more accurate, BIDs are defined as non-profit 

public/private partnerships in which property and business owners come 

together to make a collective financial contribution to the maintenance 

development and promotion of their commercial district (SBS NYC 2015), and 
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the biggest difference between BID and the normal fund-raising system of 

ABM is that it affords local governments with the legal power to impose an 

additional tax or assessment on the land occupier or owner in designated areas 

(BID areas). The BID system has also been instituted in other countries such as 

the US and Germany.  Thus, in the UK, US, and Germany, the ABM or town 

management system has been activated with the use of legal frameworks, 

whereas in Japan, it remains in the initial phase since no BID system has been 

instituted. 

There is only a limited amount of international research or articles on 

ABM in Japan, interpreted in various ways. Kinoshita and Yasui mentioned the 

concept of "district management" in their paper (Kinoshita and Yasui 2012) on 

development in Japan and identify its characteristics and issues following 

changes in the economic policy for city centres since the 1940s. District 

management projects focus on voluntary business participationðrather than 

government, with companies independently working on the project, and local 

landowners and business owners playing an important role by collaborating or 

networking using local spaces, buildings, and infrastructure.The challenge is to 

secure equal and suitable funding for the revitalisation of central urban areas in 

Japan in the future. 

Sorensen, Koizumi, and Miyamoto mention "community and 

development", "neighbourhood building", or "town making" in the context of 

"Machizukuri" which is used to describe an extraordinarily wide variety of 

activities from economic development initiatives to traditional top-down city 

planning, urban renewal projects, and voluntary social welfare projects (Sorensen 

et al. 2009 ). The article concludes with a few core characteristics on most 

Machizukuri processes. Most organisations remain entirely voluntary with small, 

autonomous, neighbourhood-based groups without any paid staff. They tend to 

work at the neighbourhood scale, from several hundred to a few thousand 

residents. Their main authority lies not in the legal planning system but by 

persuasion, relying on community ordinance. A core function of the 

Machizukuri process is in the production of shared rule and norms relating to 

shared spaces by understanding the limits of the public rights of others. One of 

the great achievements of the Machizukuri movement is the creation of new 

forms of civic engagement and membership patterns, types and uses for civic 

spaces, and different associated behaviour for enhancing life space and 

protecting the qualities of the place for current and future generations. 

An ABM survey in Japan for 2015 and 2016 was used by Ueno, Adachi 

and Mitarai (Ueno et al. 2017).The paper focused on the impact of ABM by 

conducting several empirical tests on revitalisation of the town and the 

hypothesis was verified by a logistical model and found no correlation between 

government subsidies and management assessment. A positive correlationwas 

found between assessment and funding from membership fees, etc, and no 

correlation existed between the history of the organisation and the assessment 

of it. 

Mitarai and Suebsuk (Mitarai and Suebsuk 2016) made a comparative 

analysis of performance indicators and information disclosure on ABM samples 
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in Tokyo and analysed indicators from annual report reviews of similar cases in 

Japan, the US, and the UK. 

As mentioned above, there are few studies on ABM in Japan in the English 

language. But the expression "Area Management" (ABM in Japanese) began to 

appear in Japanese papers and articles in approximately 2002, increasing after 

2007 (Hirao and Mitarai 2017). Overviewing the previous studies in Japanese 

on ABM, Lee and Kobayashi (Lee and Kobayashi 2004) studied the 

Daimaruyu area where the first and one of the most famous ABM 

organizations in Japan is located in the commercial area of a large city centre. 

Some case or comparative studies have also tried to clarify the activities and 

organisations of ABM in large city commercial areas (Lee and Kobayashi 

2005, Asai et al. 2002, Fukuokaet al.  2008, Cho and Deguchi 2009). Other 

literature such as Saitou (Saitou 2003, 2010) and Watanabe and Arita 

(Watanabe and Arita 2016) focus on area management in residential areas. 

Based on these basic research studies, some papers appear to focus on public 

space management (Izumiyama 2015) by attempting to make the business 

model visible, while Tenmyo and Kobayashi (Tenmyo and Kobayashi 2006) 

and Izumiyama, Akiyama and Kobayashi (Izumiyama et al. 2015) focus in 

particular on public space management under the ordinance of the Tokyo 

Metropolitan Government. Izumiyama and Kobayashi (Izumiyama and 

Kobayashi 2013) focus on public space management under the special 

provisions of the national act such as Act on Special Measures concerning 

Urban Reconstruction, mentioning public space as a potential financial source. 

Saito et al. (Saito et al. 2009) also fous on financial source of ABM from 

public space management.  
Therefore, this paper concerns the overall image of ABM with the use of a 

nationwide survey of Japan, prioritising to clarify the whole ABM situation in 

Japan for its international transmission. 

 

 

Methodology  

 

To investigate the actual comprehensive situation of ABM in Japan, an 

extensive nationwide survey via questionnaire was conducted for two periods 

by Kyoto University in cooperation with the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, 

Transportation and Tourism, City Bureau Urban Renewal Promotion Division, 

and the Faculty of Economics, Wakayama University.  

The first period of the ABM survey starts from November 2014 to January 

2015 and was sent by e-mail and attached file to 826 municipalities of  the 

Urban Regeneration Improvement Plan completed at the end of the 2012 

financial year (total 1,524 plans). Since the Urban Regeneration Improvement 

Plan is positioned as a platform for public-private partnership and Machizukuri 

by the national government of Japan (Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, 

Transportation and Tourism). The 42 survey questionnaires were divided into four 

parts: basic information; the Urban Regeneration Improvement Plan; situation, 

implementation and effects of ABM within the plan area; and land prices in or 
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near the plan area. Officials from 746 municipalities responded (90.3%). The 

number of responding districts, including those with no ABM organisations 

was 1,322 (86.7%). Data from 574 ABM organisations was collected, with no 

more than three organizations within one plan area, due to the possibility that 

plural ABM organisations may exist in a certain area.  

In the second period, the ABM survey via questionnaire was conducted 

from August to September 2015 in 314 municipalities in response to the first 

survey that ABM organisations exist. The answers are from municipal officials, 

as in the first survey, with 269 municipalities responding (86%). The survey 

involved a maximum of 52 questionnaires on the purpose of ABM 

organisations, the reasons for ABM organisation establishment, original 

support for ABM by municipalities, and so on. Data from 464 ABM 

organisations was collected. 

 

 

Findings and Discussion 

 

In this chapter, data from the ABM survey is discussed to understand the 

actual situation of ABM organisations in Japan with the six data topics consist 

of the objectives of ABM, establishment and motivation of ABM 

organisations, ABM activities, characteristics of ABM organisations, and 

effects and problems of ABM organisations. Cross analysis is then carried out 

with the aim of advising on the functional improvement of ABM latter part of 

this chapter   

 

Objectives of ABM 

 

Objectives of ABM Organisations 

 

The question on the objectives of ABM organisations involved multiple 

answers, the aggregate resultsof which are shown in Table 1 refers to the ratio 

of each answer from the total number collected from the survey (574).The 

same ratio also applies to the other tables. 

 

Table 1. What are the Objectives of ABM? (Multiple Answers) 

Objective Answers 

Ratio from 

answered 

orgs. 

1. To create a suitable or beautiful landscape 283 61% 

2. To enhance visitor numbers (customers, passengers, 

travellers, tourists, etc.) 
317 68% 

3. To improve the real estate effect (to reduce empty 

buildings, shops, or vacancy rates, to increase rent, etc.) 
105 23% 

4. Economic vitalisation (to increase consumption, 

merchandise, or employment)  
181 39% 

5. Disaster prevention, crime prevention, or public safety 180 39% 
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6. To enhance community power, mutual understanding, or 

networking 
311 67% 

7. To reducethe financial burden such as lower costs for 

maintenance of public facilities 
87 19% 

8. To create public awareness of the area or increase 

recognition for ABM activities 
194 42% 

9. To cope with regional competition (to increase 

workersor population, or crisis management) 
90 19% 

10. Other 54 12% 
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From the data in Table 1, the greatest number of ABM objectivesare: 2. to 

enhance visitor numbers (customers, passengers, travellers, tourists, etc.) at 

68%; 6. to enhance community power, mutual understanding, or networking at 

67%;  and 1. to create a suitable or beautiful landscape at 61%.  

 

Main Objective of an ABM Organisation 

This question focuses on the main objective of an ABM organisation for 

which only one answer is collected (as shown in Table 2). 

 

Table 2. Main Objective of an ABM org. (only one answer) 

Contents 
Ans

wers 

Ratio 

from 

answ

ered 

orgs. 

1. To create a suitable or beautiful landscape 136 29% 

2. To enhance the visitor numbers (customers, passengers, 

travellers, tourists, etc.) 
159 34% 

3. To improve the real estate effect (to reduce empty buildings, 

shops, or vacancy rates to increase rent, etc.) 
4 1% 

4. Economic vitalisation (to increase consumption, merchandise, 

or employment) 
8 2% 

5. Disaster prevention, crime prevention, or public safety 12 3% 

6. To enhance community power, mutual understanding, or 

networking 
64 14% 

7. To reducethe financial burden such as lower costs for the 
maintenance of public facilities 

10 2% 

8. To create public awareness of the area or increase recognition 

for ABM activities 
10 2% 

9. To cope with regional competition (increase workers or the 

population, or crisis management) 
1 0% 

10. Other 33 7% 

No answer provided 27 6% 

Total 464 100% 

 

In Table 2, the greatest number of main objectivesforABM are: 2. to 

enhance visitor numbers (customers, passengers, travellers, tourists, etc.), and 

1. to create an appropriate or beautiful landscape, followed by 6. to enhance 

community power, mutual understanding, or networking. The other reasons are 

few. When reconsidering the data in Table 1, it could be implied that ABM in 

Japan has three main objectives (2. to enhance the visitor numbers,1. to create 

an appropriate or beautiful landscape, and 6. to enhance community power, 

mutual understanding, or networking), with 6. being collateral when compared 

to theother two.  
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Establishment and motivation.Why start an ABM? 

 

Organisational Motivation for Starting ABM Activities 

 

Table 3. What Motivates Organisations to Start ABM Activities? (Multiple 

Answers) 

Motivation  Answers 

Ratio from 

answered 

orgs. 

1. Quality of life; recognising and raising the satisfaction 

of people in the community such as with landscape or 

security improvements 

213 46% 

2. Economy; concerned about the economic revitalisation 

of the region due to the declining shopping district or 

population  

152 33% 

3. Competition; since there is high competition between 

cities or areas, the area needs to be strong 
98 21% 

4. Motivation; other ABM examples are inspirational and 

can be applied to the area 
109 23% 

5. Networking; strengthening networks and connections 

between stakeholders such as residents, businesses, and 

the public sector 

234 50% 

6. Continuation; proceeding with activities from original 

organisationsinthe area (there is a long history of 

community groups, merchant chambers, etc.) 

136 29% 

7. Financial; reduce the burden of maintenance costs 42 9% 

8. Other 63 14% 

 

Table 3 shows the results of organisationalmotivationto start ABM 

activities. The three highest results are: 5. networking; strengthening networks and 

connections between stakeholders such as residents, business, and the public 

sector (50%); 1. quality of life; recognising and raising the satisfaction of 

people in the community such as with landscape or security improvements 

(46%); and 2. economy; concerned about the economic revitalisation of the 

region due to the declining shopping district or population (33%). It can 

therefore be implied that organisational motivation for starting ABM activities 

is particularly concerned with the strength of the community, quality of life 

(QOL), and economic factors. 
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ABM Organisational Initiatives 

 

Figure 9. ABM Organisational Initiatives 

 
 

Figure 9 shows the percentage of ABM activities initiated byt he public or 

private sector. The results show that 63% are private initiatives. However, 

although area management is defined as "a private initiative by the people", 

35%remain government initiatives. The cause of this could be considered as 

the requirement of this questionnaire that it be answered by officials of the 

municipality.  

 

Establishment Period for an ABM Organisation 

 

Figure10. Approximate Year When the Organisation Evolved into its Present 

Situation: Members/Activities and Attendance 

 

 


